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R86Britain’s Royal Society celebrates 
350 years this year with a range of 
events, one of the first of which is 
the publication online of some of its 
oldest and most famous documents 
The Royal Society has published 
online some of its oldest items to 
mark its anniversary. Nigel Williams 
reports.
Archive insights and illustrations. While biological documents from the late seventeenth 
century, such as the illustrations 
of English wildflowers and grasses 
by Richard Waller, who was well 
connected with early members of 
the society, are part of the package 
released, there are a number of other 
famous manuscripts, including a 1770 
study confirming the young Mozart 
as a child genius. 
They are among 60 articles 
selected from more than 60,000 Benchmark: The watercolour illustrations of English wildflowers and grasses by Richard 
Waller were produced in the late seventeenth century. (Image: The Royal Society.) that have appeared in the society’s 
journals — including the Philosophical 
Transactions — the oldest continuously 
published scientific journal in 
the world. A new interactive site 
‘Trailblazing’ allows people to access 
many reports, including a gruesome 
account of a seventeenth-century 
blood transfusion, Isaac Newton’s 
landmark research on light and colour, 
and Benjamin Franklin’s famous 
kite-flying experiment to identify the 
electrical nature of lightning.
Martin Rees, president of the Royal 
Society, said: “The scientific papers 
on Trailblazing represent a ceaseless 
quest by scientists over centuries, 
many of them fellows of the Royal 
Society, to test and build on our 
knowledge of humankind and the 
universe. Individually they represent 
those thrilling moments when science 
allows us to understand better  
and to see further.”
Planned events for the anniversary, 
which began last November and 
will continue through most of the 
year, include a nine-day science 
and arts festival in the summer at 
the South Bank Centre in London, 
a series of public lectures, debates 
and discussion meetings at the 
society’s headquarters in London, 
and programmes in partnership with 
museums and galleries to explore the 
impact of science and the impact of 
scientific ‘heroes’.
The latest manuscripts to be made 
available last month, including the 
famous story of the influence of the 
falling apple on Newton, are now made 
available in fully interactive format 
via Turning-The-Pages presentation 
software, which allows users to see the 
manuscripts almost as in person. 
The Royal Society began as an 
‘invisible college’ of thinkers who 
began meeting in the mid 1640s to 
discuss the ideas of the influential and 
pioneer scientist, Francis Bacon.
The society’s official foundation 
date is November 28th 1660, when 12 
members met at Gresham College in 
London, famous for its programme of 
free lectures to members of the public. 
After then, the society met weekly to 
see experimental demonstrations and 
discuss scientific topics. The name 
Royal Society first appeared in print 
in 1661.
http://www.royalsociety.org/turning-the-
pages
http://trailblazing.royalsociety.org
